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Abstract

Introduction

Vitamin E (a-tocopherol) is a known biological antioxidant able to quench the lipid peroxidation chain and
to protect the cellular structures (e.g. , plasma membranes) from the attack of free radicals which are reported to play a primary role in aging. To assess whether
the absence of a-tocopherol from the diet of young
laboratory animals may be considered a reliable model
of precocious brain aging, intracellular ionic content of
brain cortex pyramidal cells, ultrastructural features of
synaptic contact zones, synaptic mitochondria and
perykarial mitochondria positive to the succlillc
dehydrogenase (SDH) histochemical reaction with copper
ferrocyanide have been investigated by X-ray microanalysis and computer-assisted morphometry in young, adult ,
old and 11-month-old vitamin E deficient rats. Our data
document significant alterations of intracellular ionic
content, synaptic contact areas and synaptic and
perykarial mitochondria in aging. Vitamin E deficiency
caused similar alterations in adult animals. Taking into
account the known role of a-tocopherol in protecting the
cellular membrane structure, we support that the common process underlying the changes found in aging and
vitamin E deficiency is an excessive deterioration of the
neuronal membrane.

Aging has been defined as a time-related loss of the
cellular capacity to maintain homeostasis. This is particularly true in postrnitotic cells, like neurons , which must
substitute promptly their damaged molecules with newly
synthesized "spare parts". As a consequence of this ongoing turnover of nerve cell basic constituents, aging of
the brain is a subtle process and may be thought of as a
particular condition in which specific pathological
changes are found without clinically evident manifestations: deterioration of function occurs when the number
of neurones and neurones' connections decrease below
a critical reserve level and when coping with environmental stimulations becomes difficult (Meier-Ruge,
1990; Meier-Ruge et al., 1994). Primary causes of the
aging process, as defined above , have been claimed to
be free radical attacks originating physiologically from
cellular oxidative phosphorylation (Harman , 1981).
Vitamin E (a-tocopherol) is a well known biological
antioxidant able to quench the lipid peroxidation chain
(Burton and Ingold, 1989) and to stabilize the molecular
composition of cellular membranes (Giasuddin and
Diplock , 1981; Kagan, 1989). Recently , vitamin E has
been reported to play a specific neurological function in
human beings (Muller et al., 1983; Nelson, 1989;
Sokol, 1989) and over the past decade, an isolated vitamin E deficiency syndrome, in absence of fat malabsorption, has been associated with neurologic dysfunction (Sokol et al., 1988). In addition to the biochemical
evidence of vitamin E deficiency, the affected patients
show many hallmarks typical of aging (e.g., swollen
dystrophic axons , lipofuscin accumulation in dorsal root
sensory neurons, reduction of axonal transport) which
have also been found in rats and rhesus monkeys fed a
vitamin E deficient diet (Stumpf et al. , 1987; Yokota et
al., 1987, Southam et al., 1991). Thissimilarityofalterations suggested to us that vitamin E deficiency in
laboratory animals may be considered a model of precocious brain aging; the present paper reports the results
of our experiments performed to assess the reliability of
our assumption by X-ray microanalysis and compu ter
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Figure l. Scanning electron image of a freeze-fractured, freeze-dried BCPC prepared according to Zs-Nagy et al.
(1977) . The nuclear membrane is easily identifiable (arrows). N = nucleus; UN = unfractured cell. Bar = 3 µm.
of 4 months and progressive loss of hair were the
macroscopic signs of this diet.

assisted morphometry in the central nervous system
(CNS) of young, adult, old and vitamin E deficient adult
rats.
Material and Methods

X-ray microanalysis
The brains of 1-, 12- and 24-month-old animals
were quickly exposed from the skull after decapitation.
The tissue samples were excised and processed accord ing to a method elaborated in our laboratory (Zs-Nagy
et al., 1977). Briefly, these are the main steps of our
technique: (I) deep freezing of the tissue samples in isopentane cooled by liquid nitrogen; (II) fracturing of the
frozen tissue by a pair of scissors; (III) freeze-drying in
a vacuum evaporator; (IV) analysis of the dried samples
by X-ray microanalysis in secondary electron image
mode. Twenty brain cortex pyramidal cell (BCPC) nuclei were measured per animal and this yielded 100
measurements per group of age. Our X-ray microanalytic method enabled us to measure light elements, i.e.,
Na+, ci-, K +, within the dried cells . Quick freezing
and dehydration of the tissue samples at increasing
temperatures from -100°C up to +24°C in a vacuum

Animals and diet
Female Wistar rats of our breed were used for the
present study . Rats from 1 to 3 months of age were
considered young. The age of the adult groups ranged
between 11 and 12 months. The old groups were composed of 24- to 30-month-old animals. Each group that
was analysed consisted of at least 5 rats. Young animals
of 1 month of age were fed for 10 months with a vitamin E deficient diet of the following composition: 58 %
maize starch and sucrose, 18 % extracted casein, 10%
torula yeast, 8 % melted filtered fat, 5 % OsborneMendel salts and 1 % vitamin supplement lacking vitamin
E. A long period of vitamin E deficiency was necessary
to induce exhaustion of the CNS stores of this vitamin
according to the data reported by other authors (Muller
and Goss-Sampson , 1989). Loss of weight since the age
290
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Figure 2. Electron micrograph of E-PT A stained synaptic junctions appearing as parallel black lines or as a dotted and
full line against a faint background (longer arrows). The single synaptic densities (arrowheads) were automatically
eliminated by the computer program of our image analysis system . Bar = 0.5 1,tm.
evaporator were carried out in order to avoid ion
displacements from one cell compartment to another.
Although fine ultrastructural details of the nerve cells
could not be seen by means of our procedure, we were
always able to recognize neuronal nuclei and measure
their ionic content (Fig. 1). As described elsewhere,
measurements were carried out in dried material: we
first calculated the intranuclear electrolyte content as a
peak to background ratio and then as a percent of biological dry mass (Zs.-Nagy et al., 1977). White counts
were taken always from the 4 to 6 keV range where no
characteristic peaks are present.

the dehydration steps in ethanol, the tissue samples were
stained for 1 hour in 1 % ethanol solution of PT A at
60°C . Embedding and sectioning of the tissue samples
were carried out according to conventional electron
microscopic procedures. Morphometry of synaptic contact areas was performed on 8,000x electron microscopic
negatives. Twenty micrographs were taken per animal
and this yielded 100 fields to be measured per age and
vitamin E deficient group . The number of synapses/ 1,tm3
(numerical density: Nv) , the total area of the synaptic
contact zones/1,tm3 (surface density : Sv) and the average
synaptic area (S) were semiautomatically calculated by
a computer assisted image analyser properly programmed by ourselves applying the morphometric formulas reported in our previous paper (Bertoni-Freddari
etal., 1988).

Synaptic morphometry
Rats of 3, 11 and 28 months of age were used for
synaptic investigations in the cerebellum. In our hippocampal studies, we used animals of 3, 12 and 30 months
of age. The vitamin E deficient group consisted of the
same 11-month-old animals used for the above studies.
Hippocampal and cerebellar tissue samples freshly
excised from the skull were fixed in 2.5 % phosphate
buffered glutaraldehyde for 2 hours and kept overnight
in the same solution at 4 °C. According to our previous
papers (Bertoni-Freddari et al., 1986, 1988, 1990,
1994), the ethanol phosphotungstic acid (E-PTA) preferential technique was used to evidence selectively the
synaptic paramembranous material (Fig. 2); following

Mitochondrial morphometry
Rats of 3, 12 and 24-26 months and the 11 vitamin
E deficient animals were used for mitochondrial investigations. Anaesthetized rats were perfused through the
left ventricle with saline followed by fixation solution
{2 % glutaraldehyde, 4 % formaldehyde, 5 mM CaC12 in
0.1 M cacodylate buffer (pH 7.4)}. The fixative was allowed to flow for 30 minutes after the animal's death,
then the cerebellar cortex was excised. Tissue samples
were processed for electron microscopy according to
291
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Figure 3. Purkinje cell perykarial mitochondria positive to the copperferrocyanide histochemical reaction evidencing
the activity of succinic dehydrogena se. The surrounding background is rather faint since the reaction was performed
in unfixed tissue samples. Bar = 1 /,LIDconventional procedures . Twenty electron micrographs
(EM) taken at 8, 000x from the cerebellar cortex were
analysed per animal in order to obtain 100 micrographs
per group. As for synaptic morphometry, the EM negatives were analysed by the semiautomatic image analyser
applying the formulas reported in our previous paper
(Bertoni-Freddari et al., 1993). The number of mitochondria//lm3 (numerical density: Nvm), the total mitochondrial volume//lm 3 (volume density: Vv) and the average length (skeleton: Sk) of the single organelle were
the parameters taken into account.

acceptor as reported by Kerpel-Fronius and Hajos (1968)
(Fig. 3). By using the same formulas applied for the
organelles investigated in the cerebellar glomerulus, we
measured Vv and Nvm on Purkinje cell SDH-positive
mitochondria. At variance with the investigation carried
out on glomerular mitochondria, by the ratio Vv/Nv , we
calculated automatically the average volume (V) of the
single positive mitochondrion: since SDH activity is
directly related to the total surface area of the inner
mitochondrial membrane, this parameter better reports
on the size of active organelles . Statistical comparisons
were performed by the Student's t-test in each experiment reported here .

Morphometry of succinic dehydrogenase (SDH)positive mitochondria

Results

Rats of 3, 12 and 24 months of age and the 11
vitamin E deficient animals were used for the present
investigation . Freshly excised cerebellar cortices were
sectioned into 100 µm thickness slices by means of a
Mcillwain tissue chopper. The histochemical identification of SDH activity was carried out by incubating the
cerebellar samples in potassium ferricyanide as electron

Intranuclear ionic content of BCPC
First of all , it must be pointed out that the intranuclear measurements of electrolyte content performed
by us should be considered as reporting on the actual
ionic concentration of the whole nerve cell since the
292
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Figure 4. Intracellular ionic con tent of BCPC . The values are expressed as percent of dry mass; • p < 0 .001 vs. 1-,
11- and 24-month-old controls;# p < 0.001 vs . 1-, 11-, and 11-month-old vitamin E deficient group .

Ultrastructure of cerebellar and hippocampal
synaptic junctional areas
The synaptic ultrastructural features were measured
in two discrete CNS zones: the cerebellar glomerulus
and the dentate gyrus supragranular layer. While the
former is innervated by fibers using different neurotransmitter substances, the latter is reported to receive cholinergic inputs from the septa! nuclei. Both of these two
areas met Weibel 's (1979) basic morphometric criteria
and were considered reliable anatomical models to perform our investigations . Table 1 reports the results we
got on the cerebellar synapses. Nv was significantly
increased and Sv was unchanged between 3 and 11
months of age, but both these parameters were significantly decreased in the 28-month-old group . S was significantly lower in adult animals than in both young and
old rats, while it was the same in the latter two groups.
Vitamin E deficient animals unlike normally fed littermates showed significant decreases of Nv and Sv, while

nuclear membrane represents only a virtual permeability
barrier between nucleoplasm and cytoplasm . In the nucleus, the ionic content appears to be higher because of
the higher amount of water. The results of our microanalytic investigation on BCPC are summarized in Figure 4 . In our previous paper (Bertoni-Freddari et al. ,
1981), we reported that the K+ content significantly increases with age at 11 and 24 months. Na+ content is
unchanged between 11 and 24 months of age, but it is
significantly higher in the 11-month-old rats than the
I-month-old rats. The ci- content significantly decreases at 11 months of age and is significantly higher
in old animals than in the other groups investigated . Vitamin E deficiency resulted in an increase of the total
intracellular ionic content due to K + ions . In a comparison with the old group of animals, the adult vitamin E
deficient group showed a significant increase of K +,
while c1- appeared to be significantly lower and Na+
remained unchanged.
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Table 2. Morphometry of synaptic junctions in the
dentate gyrus supragranular layer. Mean ± S.E.M ..

Table 1. Morphometry of synaptic junctions in the
cerebellar glomerulus . Mean ± S.E.M ..

AGE
(months)

Nv
No. syn./µm 3

YOUNG
(3)

1.6499

± 0.0624

s

s

Sv
µm 2/µm 3

AGE
(months)

Nv
3
No. syn./µm

0. 0858

0.1207

0. 1574

0.0720

± 0.0039

YOUNG
(3)

0.4723

± 0.0047

± 0.0091

± 0.0029

± 0.0012

µm2

µnl

Sv
µm2/µm3

1.8001

0.0747

0.1226

ADULT

0.5392"'

0.1369

0.0718

(11)

± 0.0428

± 0.0022

± 0.0019

(11)

± 0.0105

± 0.0031

± 0.0013

OLD
( 28)

1.3869

0.0863

0.0961•

± 0.0 734

± 0.0051

± 0.0034

OLD
(30)

± 0.0073

-VITE
( 11)

1.4440"'
± 0.0354

0.0787

0.1045 •-"
± 0.0022

-VITE
( 11)

0.4127

0.1507 ♦

0.06 I l

± 0.0026

± 0.0070

± 0.0032

± 0.0012

ADULT

0.3810

0.1738.r.

± 0.0029

0.0650

± 0.0012

,r. p < 0.001 vs. the other groups;

♦p

< 0.05 vs. the old group;
.fo p < 0.001 vs. control littermates ;
• p < 0.00 I vs. normally fed animals.

♦

p < 0.01 vs. the adult group ;

showed a higher percentage of larger synapses in the
cerebellum; in the hippocampus, the percent of synaptic
population accounting for contacts larger than 0.16 µ,m2
was around 70 % in the deficient group, whereas in the
old normally fed rats, it was 40 %.

S was not significantly increased. Comparing the vitamin E deficient group with old rats , we found that Nv
and S were not significantly different, but Sv was higher
in the deficient animals. Table 2 show s the results of
synaptic morphometry in the hippo campal dentate gyrus.
Nv significantly increase s in the normally fed adult
animals, in contrast with the other age groups. Sv is
unchanged between 3 and 11 month s of age, but significantly decreases in the adult animals. S is significantly
smaller at 11 months of age and is larger in the old rats
than in the other age groups analysed. Vitamin E deficiency, unlike control condition, resulted in significant
decreases of Nv and Sv, while S was not significantly
increased. In a comparison with 30 month-old animals ,
the vitamin E deficient group showed a significant decrease of Sv and S, while Nv was significantly increased. Figure 5 reports a percentage distribution of S
in both the CNS areas investigated. It is clearly evident
that, with advancing age, the percentage of larger contact areas markedly increases. Vitamin E deficient animals, when compared with control littermates, showed
higher percentages oflarger junctional areas, particularly
in the hippocampus; in the cerebellar glomerulus , only
a trend towards larger contact zones was envisaged . Old
animals, in contrast to adult vitamin E deficient rats,

Ultrastructure of synaptic mitochondria
It must be pointed out that the categorization of the
mitochondria present at nerve terminals with the term
"synaptic" does not refer merely to the anatomical location of the organelles, but it also identifies a well compartmentalized population of mitochondria from a morphofunctional point of view (Lai et al., 1977) . Namely,
it has been reported by several authors that the mitochondria present at synaptic regions, while being closely
coupled with actual synaptic performances, are also
structurally adapted to the energy needs of the neural
network they subserve. This is evidenced also by the
different molecular composition of mitochondrial membranes between perykarial and synaptic organelles within
the nerve cells (Harmon et al., 1987; Villa et al., 1989).
Table 3 reports the results of our morphometric studies
on synaptic mitochondria in the cerebellar glomerulus.
Our investigation shows that Vv is constant throughout
the whole life-span. Nv increases significantly between
294
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Figure 5. Percentage distribution of the synaptic average area (S) in the cerebellar glomerulus and hippocampal dentate
gyrus. In the former CNS area, the size range of synaptic area spans from < 0.04 to 0.16 > µ,m2 , while in the latter ,
it ranges from < 0.08 to 0.20 > µ,m2 . It appears evident that different CNS zones show different synaptic size.
3 and 11 months of age, while it is significantly decreased in old animals. Sk decreases significantly, by
30 %, in adult rats when compared to the young ones,
but is 44 % greater in old animals than in the young
group and 64 % greater in old rats than in the adults .
Vitamin E deficiency, in a comparison both with control
littermates as well as with old animals, resulted in no
change of mitochondrial Vv, a significant increase of Sk
and a significant decrease of Nv. Figure 6 reports a
percentage distribution of Sk: aging appears to be char-

acterized by a higher percentage of longer mitochondria.
In the vitamin E deficient group, the percentage of elongated organelles (from 3. 75 µ,m) accounts for 44 % of
the whole mitochondrial population , while in old, normally fed animals this type of organelles is 31 %.

Ultrastructure
mitochondria

of

SDH-positive

perykarial

Although SDH histochemical detection by the copper-ferrocyanide method cannot be taken as a sign of the
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Table 3. Morphometry of synaptic mitochondria in th1
cerebellar glomerulus. Mean ± S.E .M ..

Table 4. Morphometry of SDH-positive peryk arial
mitochondria in Purkinje cells. Mean± S.E.M ..

AGE
(months)

AGE
(months)

Vv
µm 3/µm 3

Nv
No.mit./µm 3

Sk
µm

Vv
µm3/µm 3

Nv
No.mit./µm 3

V
µm 3

YOUNG
(3)

0.1334
±0.0077

0.7268•
± 0.0301

l.9012•
±0 .0512

YOUNG
(3)

0.0679 ♦

0.3771

± 0.0029

± 0.0115

0.2041 ♦
± 0.01 IO

ADULT
(II)

0.1142
± 0.0071

0.991 I•
± 0.0368

l.322U
± 0.0432

ADULT
(12)

0.0662

± 0.0029

0.4II1
± 0.0123

0.1742•
± 0.0092

OLD
(24-26)

0.13 l l
± 0.0073

0.5000

2.9041

± 0.0297

± 0.0713

OLD
(24)

± 0.0034

0.3226
± 0.0II4

0. 1587
± 0.0092

-VlT.E
(II)

0.1153
± 0.0074

0.3745•
± 0.0172

3.2712 ♦

-VlT.E
(11)

0.0444•
± 0.0028

0.3701
± 0.0275

0.1304•
± 0.0068

± 0.0107

• p < 0.00 l vs . all the other groups ;
♦ p < 0.01 vs . the old group ;
• p < 0.02 vs. the old group

• p
♦ p
• p
• p

0.0558

♦

< 0.00 I vs. all the other groups;
< 0.01 vs. the old group ;
< 0.001 vs. 3 months
< 0.01 vs. vitamin E deficient group

Cerebellar glomerulus - synaptic mitochondria
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Figure 6. Percentage distribution of synaptic mitochondrial Sk from the cerebellar glomerulus.
of longer organelles are found both in aging and a-tocopherol deficiency.
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to 50 % of the charges are neutralized and the result is
that chromatin is negatively charged (Brust, 1986).
Neutralization of chromatin negative groups is very important for DNA stabilization and it is accomplished also
by maintaining, in a physiological range , the intracellular concentration of positive ions (Brust, 1986; Higgins
et al., 1987; von Zglinicki and Bimmler, 1987). In old
animals and adult vitamin E deficient rats, the reported
increase of K + may affect the physicochemical properties of chromatin through sterical hindrance of enzymes,
displacements of histones, abnormal DNA unfolding,
etc. In tum, altered nuclear functions (e.g., template
activity) may also impair the ongoing supply of "spare
parts" to the nerve cell terminal regions and contribute
to the degeneration of the synaptic junctional areas. In
addition to these changes specifically relevant to DNA
performances , an increased concentration of ions in the
cytoplasm may , in tum, alter the physicochemical properties of the cellular colloidal system, which results in a
longer lifetime of the enzyme-substrate complexes
(Damjanovich et al. 1983). The increased intracellular
K + content of BCPC can find a possible explanation in
the relevant changes of lipid composition of the cellular
membranes (decreased unsaturation of their fatty acids)
reported both in aging and vitamin E deficiency (Sun
and Sun, 1979). As a matter of fact, if cellular membranes are more rigid , the K+ passive flow to the extracellular space is markedly impaired. In addition, the
proper functioning of the Na+ - K + pump is tightly coupled with the surrounding lipid environment and any decrease in membrane fluidity has been reported to stimulate its activity (Sun and Sun, 1978). In both these conditions, it can be assumed that K + ions are pumped into
the cells at a high rate, but they are slowly eliminated
with the final result of an increased intracellular K +
concentration.

actual activity of this important key-enzyme of the
Krebs' cycle, nevertheless, the positive mitochondria are
to be taken as active units of the neuronal metabolism.
Table 4 show the results of our study. Vv is constant
between 3 and 12 months of age, but in old rats, it is
significantly decreased. Nv increases in adult, and not
young, animals , but in 24-month-old rats, it is significantly lower then in the other groups of age. V is significantly less in adults than in the young group and it
further decreases in old animals . The vitamin E deficient rats showed no change in Nv and a marked decrease of Vv in a comparison with all the age groups investigated. In the vitamin E deficient animals, V is
significantly less than in the 3- and 12-month-old normally fed animals , but it is unchanged when compared
with the 24-month-old group. Actually , the sampling
procedure s regarding the vitamin E deficient group are
still in progress , thus the present findings are to be
regarded as preliminary .

Discussion
Alterations of the intracellular ionic content, deterioration of synaptic contact areas, and synaptic and perykarial mitochondria are the changes due to age documented by the present study. Vitamin E deficiency from
l to 11 months of age resulted in changes very similar
to those found in old animals, thus, it is reasonable to
assume that , both in aging and a-tocopherol deficiency ,
common mechanisms are operating to carry on similar
neuronal deteriorations . While no clear-cut process can
be hypothesised to give proper explanations for the many
impairments occurring in old nerve cells, vitamin E is
reported to be involved in several defense processes, the
final aim of which is to protect and stabilize cellular
membranes (Erin et al., 1984; Kagan, 1989; Niki et al.,
1989). Conceivably, a consistent deterioration of neuronal membranes may be hypothesised as an unfavourable condition able to play a pivotal role in the progressive, age-dependent decline of brain performances , and
in some pathological degenerative states typical of the
senile brain, such as Alzheimer 's disease (BertoniFreddari, 1988). The present findings appear to support
this contention.

Changes of the synaptic ultrastructural features
In summation of our present findings on synaptic ultrastructure, it is evident that, both in aging and in vitamin E deficiency, the number of contacts decreases and,
despite a significant increase of the average size of the
persistingjunctional zones, the final outcome is a significant reduction of the total synaptic contact area. An
analysis of the size composition of the synaptic population in both the CNS areas, considered as anatomical
models for our investigation (Fig. 5), shows that, from
adulthood to old age, the percent of enlarged contact
areas increases. This significant increase of the synaptic
size has been reported by several investigations, not only
in aging and time-related pathologies (Bertoni-Freddari
et al., 1988, 1990; DeKosky and Scheff, 1990), but also
in expe~mental stimulation paradigms of the synaptic
performances (Siekevitz, 1985; Geinisman et al., 1988,

Intracellular ionic changes
The remarkable result of this study is represented by
the overall increase of the intracellular ionic concentration in aging and in vitamin E deficiency . This appears
to be mainly due to the significant increase of K +. This
electrolyte has been reported to contribute to a large extent in the regulation of the intracellular ionic strength.
It is well proven that histones neutralize the negative
groups of DNA, but within the nucleosomes only 15 %
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the other age groups. As for synaptic average size, the
percentage distribution of mitochondrial length shows
that, from the beginning of adulthood on, there is a consistent increase of the percentage of longer organelles;
this is also remarkably evident in the vitamin E deficient
group when compared to the adult littermates : the histograms regarding old and vitamin E deficient groups are
fairly paired in any mitochondrial size class considered
(Fig. 6). As mentioned above, synaptic mitochondria
provide, in a timely manner, proper amounts of ATP actually requested by synaptic activity, thus they represent
very sensitive metabolic units, and even mild impairments in their efficiency may lead to functional deteriorations of the neural network they subserve. Synaptic
mitochondria, in comparison to perykarial ones, show
marked differences in the molecular composition of their
membranes (Lai et al., 1977; Villa et al., 1989) and, in
addition, are continuously recycled from the nerve cell
body io the nerve terminais via the axonal flow, thus
any delay in the prompt substitution of the damaged synaptic mitochondria may represent a possible cause of
functional impairment. The constancy in Vv supports
the idea that the potential hardware for energy production at terminal regions is preserved even in unfavourable conditions, but the mitochondria, as discrete functional units of the synaptic metabolism, are considerably
altered as regards their number and size. Many determinants are involved in the biogenesis of mitochondria,
therefore, the alterations reported by us in aging and
vitamin E deficiency appear to be due to multiple
causes . Mitochondrial DNA is very vulnerable to mutagens because of its supercoiled structure , moreover, the
lack of protection from histone and/or non-histone proteins, the high frequency of point mutations associated
with limited DNA repair mechanisms and the presence
of respiratory enzymes which can activate chemical carcinogens are some of the mitochondrial features which
support the marked vulnerability of these organelles
(Attardi and Schatz, 1988). In addition to this, alterations of the inner mitochondrial membrane originating
from impaired control of the respiratory chain could
contribute to mitochondrial DNA damage by producing
very harmful electrophyles such as peroxides, epoxides
and nitroxides (Miquel and Fleming , 1984; Bandy and
Davison, 1990; Miquel, 1991). Changes occurring at
the inner membranes can be supposed to be due to free
radicals generated by a defective control of oxygen
which produces reactive molecules (Sohal and Sohal,
1991, Ferrandiz et al., 1994). When biological defense
mechanisms are impaired, as in vitamin E deficiency,
the above vicious cycle may be accelerated and lead to
a progressive mitochondrial deterioration and metabolic
decay.
The observed increased percentages of elongated

1990). On the basis of reliable morphological findings
from different research groups (Carlin and Siekevitz,
1983; Greenough and Bailey, 1988; Calverley and
Jones, 1990), it is currently supported that synaptic
enlargement should be considered as a well-categorized
step of synaptogenetic processes aiming at modulating
the morphology of the terminal areas as an adaptive response to repeated environmental stimulations. Namely,
the cycle to improve the neural hardware for a better
and proper reply appears to involve the following steps:
I) enlargement of the contact areas, II) perforation and
III) fragmentation and splitting into several smaller synaptic clods which, upon stimulation, can undergo a new
cycle of this functional synaptogenetic process or be
deafferented and die . This is a still debated remodelling
hypothesis, nevertheless , it reasonably accounts for a
dynamic mechanism of synaptic morphofunctional rearrangements. The trend to synaptic enlargement (Fig. 5)
can be seen also in the cerebellum of vitamin E deficient
rats when compared to their littermates up to 0. 16 µm 2 ,
but over this size we found only a small percent of contacts in young and old rats . At variance with these data,
in the hippocampal dentate gyrus of the adult vitamin E
deficient rats, we found that, from 0 . 16 µm 2 , the percent of larger synapses is higher than in any other age
group considered . A pos sible explanation of this observation may be found in the different vulnerability of
these two areas to aging and support the idea that an increased peroxidative stress, carried out in absence from
the diet of the biological antioxidant a-tocopherol, may
cause an impaired synaptic resharpening of the synaptic
contact zones following reactive synaptogenetic
phenomena .
Synaptic junctions are functionally differentiated
areas of the neuronal membrane very abundant in double
bonds , as clearly evidenced by osmium tetroxide staining. While the molecular composition of these peculiar
sites of the nerve cell membrane entails them a high
degree of fluidity , which is a necessary prerequisite for
their proper performances and dynamic plasticity , it also
constitutes the structural feature determining their high
vulnerability to peroxidations, as appears to be supported
by our present findings .

Changes in
mitochondria

the

ultrastructure

of

synaptic

The synaptic mitochondria in the cerebellar glomerulus decrease in number, while their size increases and
the resulting total neuropil volume occupied by these
organelles is maintained constant throughout the whole
life-span. The vitamin E deficient group showed a decrease in the number of organelles and a paired increase
in their average length, while the total mitochondrial
volume/ µm 3 of tissue appears unchanged from that of
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mitochondria in old and vitamin E deficient rats deserve
a particular comment. It is well known that mitochondria increase in mass and number by accretion and integration of newly synthesised material into preexisting
organelles. The elongation of mitochondrial size found
by us in old and vitamin E deficient animals may be
regarded as the preceding step of organelle division into
two smaller units.
Thus, our present data, while
seeming to support that this process is impaired in both
these conditions, account also for a kind of compensatory mitochondriogenesis which is not carried out to the
final splitting step, for the reasons discussed above.

it has been suggested that the life-span of a given species
depends on the balance between free radical production
rate and the efficiency of cellular protecting mechanisms
(Ku et al., 1993; Sohal et al., 1993; Ku and Sohal,
1993). Thus, any impairment and/or decrease of compounds involved in free radical quenching may result in
an acceleration of aging and in a potential threat to longevity. Brain performances are characterized by a constant high metabolic rate, conceivably nerve cells appear
to be particularly sensitive to peroxidations. Our present
findings lend further support to the concept that the
proper control of harmful molecules, as free radicals,
plays an important role in brain aging processes. In this
context, vitamin E deficiency as a model of precocious
brain aging can help to envisage the most vulnerable
sites to free radical attacks in nerve cells.

Changes in SDH activity
As evidenced by our histochemical reaction, SDH
activity in perykarial Purkinje cells mitochondria
decreases in aging because of the significant reduction of
the number and size of the positive organelles. The
vitamin E deficient group showed decreases of the three
parameters taken into account, although Nv does not
appear statistically different because of the high standard
error of the mean at the present level of sampling.
Before going into details with the discussion of the data
on SDH positive mitochondria, some considerations
should be made on this key-enzyme of the Krebs' cycle.
The SDH molecule is synthesized by nuclear genes
(Tzagoloff and Myers, 1986), then it is transported into
the mitochondria and metabolically activated by mitochondrial DNA intervention. Conceivably, quantitation
of SDH activity, besides providing information on metabolically activated organelles, reports also on interactions between nuclear and mitochondrial genome. A
clear age-dependent impairment in the activity of this
enzyme can be envisaged by our present findings, which
report that long lasting vitamin E deficiency results in
similar alterations in the adult animals. The SDH molecule is inserted into the mitochondrial inner membrane
and its activity is closely coupled with the structural integrity of the surrounding molecular environment where
it is located (Kugler et al., 1988). Thus, as for the previous alterations, an increased membrane deterioration
can be hypothesised to explain our findings, but also a
defective interaction between nuclear and mitochondrial
DNAs may contribute to a significant extent.

References
Attardi G, Schatz G (1988) Biogenesis of mitochondria. Ann Rev Cell Biol 4, 289-333.
Bandy B, Davison AJ (1990) Mitochondrial mutations may increase oxidative stress: implications for carcinogenesis and aging? Free Rad Biol Med 8, 523-539.
Bertoni-Freddari C (1988) Age-dependent deterioration of neuronal membranes and the pathogenesis of
Alzheimer's disease: a hypothesis. Med Hyp 25, 147149.
Bertoni-Freddari C, Giuli C, Lustyik G, Zs-Nagy I
(1981) In vivo effects of vitamin E deficiency on the
intracellular monovalent electrolyte concentration in
brain and liver of rat. An energy dispersive X-ray
microanalytic study. Mech Age Dev 16, 169-180
Bertoni-Freddari C, Giuli C, Pieri C, Paci D (1986)
Quantitative investigation of the morphological plasticity
of synaptic junctions in rat dentate gyrus during aging.
Brain Res 366, 187-192.
Bertoni-Freddari C, Meier-Ruge W, Ulrich J (1988)
Quantitative morphology of synaptic plasticity in the
aging brain. Scanning Microsc 2, 1027-1034.
Bertoni-Freddari C, Fattoretti P, Casoli T, MeierRuge W, Ulrich J (1990) Morphological adaptive response of the synaptic junctional zones in the human
dentate gyrus during aging and Alzheimer's disease.
Brain Res 517, 69-75.
Bertoni-Freddari C, Fattoretti P, Casoli T, Spagna
C, Meier-Ruge W, Ulrich J (1993) Morphological plasticity of synaptic mitochondria during aging. Brain Res
628, 193-200.
Bertoni-F reddari C, F attoretti P, Casali T, Spagna
C, Caselli U (1994) Dynamic morphology of the synaptic junctional areas during aging: the effect of chronic
acetyl-L-camitine administration. Brain Res 656, 359366.

Conclusions
Aerobic organisms need oxygen for survival. The
brain has a high oxygen consumption and it is rich in
oxidizable substrates, mainly unsaturated lipids. Thus,
biological processes, e.g., cellular respiration, involving
oxygen must be properly controlled to avoid free radical
production (Halliwell and Gutteridge, 1985). Living
cells, through repeated evolutive events, have improved
their defense mechanisms to inactivate free radicals and
299

C. Bertoni-Freddari et al.
Brust R (1986) Viscosity of chromatin solutions
increases with increasing ionic strength. Molec Biol Rep
11, 213-217.
Burton GW, Ingold KU (1989) Vitamin E as an in
vitro and in vivo antioxidant. In: Vitamin E:
Biochemistry and Health Implications . Diplock AT ,
Machlin LJ, Packer L, Pryor WA (eds.). Ann NY Acad
Sci 570, pp. 7-22.
Calverley RKS, Jones DG (1990) Contributions of
dendritic spines and perforated synapses to synaptic plasticity. Brain Res Rev 15, 215-249.
Carlin RK, Siekevitz P (1983) Plasticity in the central nervous system: do synapses divide? Proc Natl Acad
Sci USA 80, 3517-3521.
Damjanovich S, Bot J, Somogyi B, Sumegi J (1983)
Protein fluctuation and enzyme activity . J Theor Biol
105, 25-33.
DeKosky ST, Scheff SW (1990) Synapse loss in
frontal cortex biopsies in Alzheimer's disease: correla tion with cognitive severity. Ann Neural 27, 457-464 .
Erin AN , Spirin MM, Tabidze LV , Kagan VE
(1984) Formation of a-tocopherol complexes with fatty
acids : a hypothetical mechanism of stabilization of
biomembranes by vitamin E Bioch Biophys Acta 774,
96-102 .
Ferrandiz ML. Martinez M, De Juan E , Diez A ,
Bustos G, Miquel J (1994) Impairment of mitochondrial
oxidative phosphorylation in the brain of aged mice.
Brain Res 644, 335-338.
Geinisman Y, Morrell F, deToledo-Morrell L
(1988) Remodelling of synaptic architecture during
hippocampal "kindling." Pro c Natl Acad Sci USA 85,
3260-3264 .
Geinisman Y, deToledo-Morrell L, Morrell F
(1990) The brain's record of experience: kindling
induced enlargement of the active zone in hippocampal
perforated synapses. Brain Res 513, 175-179 .
Giasuddin ASM, Diplock AT (1981) The influence
of vitamin E on membrane lipids of mouse fibroblasts in
culture. Arch Biochem Biophys 210, 348-362 .
Greenough VT, Bailey CH (1988) The anatomy of
a memory: convergence of results across a diversity of
tests. Trends Neural Sci 11, 142-147.
Halliwell B, Gutteridge JMC (1985) Oxygen free
radicals and the nervous system. Trends Neurol Sci 8,
22-26.
Harman D (1981) The aging process. Proc Natl
Acad Sci USA 78, 7124-7128.
Harmon HJ, Nank S, Floyd RA (1987) Age-dependent changes in rat brain mitochondria of synaptic and
nonsynaptic origins. Mech Age Dev 38, 167-177.
Higgins CF, Caimey J, Stirling DA, Sutherland L,
Booth IR (1987) Osmotic regulation of gene expression:
ionic strength as an intracellular signal? Trends Bioch

Sci 12, 339-344 .
Kagan VE (1989) Tocopherol stabilizes membrane
against phospholipase A, free fatty acids, and lysophospholipids . In: Vitamin E: Biochemistry and Health
Implications. Diplock AT, Machlin LJ, Packer L, Pryor
WA (eds.). Ann NY Acad Sci 570, pp. 121-135 .
Kerpel-Fronius S, Hajos F (1968) The use of ferricyanide for the light and electron microscopic demonstration of succinic dehydrogenase activity. Histochemie
14, 343-351.
Ku HH, Sohal RS (1993) Comparison of mitochondrial pro-oxidant generation and anti-oxidant defenses
between rat and pigeon: possible basis of variation in
longevity and metabolic potential. Mech Age Dev 72,
67-76 .
Ku HH, Brunk UT, Sohal RS (1993) Relationship
between mitochondrial superoxide and hydrogen peroxide production and longevity of mammalian species.
Free Rad Biol Med 15, 621 -627.
Kugler P, Vogel S, Gehm M (1988) Quantitative
succinate dehydrogenase histochemistry in the hippocampus of aged rats. Histochem 88, 299-307.
Lai JCK, Walsh JM, Dennis SC, Clark JB (1977)
Synaptic and nonsynaptic mitochondria from rat brain:
isolation and characterization. J Neurochem 28, 625631.
Meier-Ruge W (1990) Senile dementia - a disease of
exhaustion of functional brain reserve capacity. Excer
Med Curr Clin Pract Ser 59, 371-375.
Meier-Ruge W, Iwangoff P, Bertoni-Freddari C
(1994) What is primary and what secondary for amyloid
deposition in Alzheimer's disease. In: The Aging Clock.
Pierpaoli W, Regelson W , Fabris N (eds.). Ann NY
Acad Sci 719, pp. 230-237.
Miquel J (1991) An integrated theory of aging as the
result of mitochondrial-DNA mutation in differentiated
cells. Arch Gerontol Geriatr 12, 99-117.
Miquel J, Fleming JE (1984) A two-step hypothesis
on the mechanisms of in vitro cell aging: cell differentiation followed by intrinsic mitochondrial mutagenesis.
Exp Gerontol 19, 31-36 .
Muller DPR, Goss-Sampson MA (1989) Role of
vitamin E in neural tissue . In: Vitamin E : Biochemistry
and Health Implications. Diplock AT, Machlin LJ,
Packer L, Pryor WA (eds.). Ann NY Acad Sci 570, pp.
146-155.
Muller DPR, Lloyd JK, Wolff OH (1983) Vitamin
E and neurological function. The Lancet Jan 29, 225228.
Nelson JS (1989) The neuropathology of chronic
vitamin E deficiency in humans and other mammals. In:
Handbook of Free Radicals and Antioxidants in
Biomedicine. Vol. II. Miquel J, Quintanilha AT, Weber
H (eds.). CRC Press, Boca Raton, Florida. pp. 243-254.
300

Vitamin E deficiency and precocious brain aging
Zs-Nagy I, Pieri C, Giuli C, Bertoni-Freddari C,
Zs-Nagy V (1977) Energy dispersive X-ray microanalysis of the electrolytes in biological bulk specimen. I.
Specimen preparation, beam penetration, and quantitative analysis . J Ultrastruct Res 58, 22-33.

Niki E, Yamamoto Y, Takahashe M, Komuro E,
Miyama Y (1989) Inhibition of oxidation of biomembranes by tocopherol. In: Vitamin E: Biochemistry and
Health Implications, Dip lock AT, Machlin lJ, Packer L,
Pryor WA (eds.). Ann NY Acad Sci 570 , pp. 23-31.
Siekevitz P (1985) The postsynaptic density : a possible role in long-lasting effects in the central nervous
system. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 82, 3494-3498.
Sohal RS, Sohal BH (1991) Hydrogen peroxide
release by mitochondria increases during aging. Mech
Age Dev 57, 187-202 .
Sohal RS, Ku HH, Agarwal S (1993) Biochemical
correlates of longevity in two closely related rodents
species. Biochem Biophys Res Commun 196, 7-11.
Sokol RJ (1989) Vitamin E and neurologic function
in man . Free Rad Biol Med 6, 189-207.
Sokol RJ, Kayden HJ, Bettis DB , Traber MJ,
Neville H (1988) Isolated vitamin E deficiency in the absence of fat malabsorption-familial and sporadic cases:
characterization and investigation of causes. J Lab Cln
Med 111, 548-559.
Southam E, Thomas PK, King RHM, GossSampson A, Muller DPR (1991) Experimental vitamin
E deficiency in rats: morphological and functional evidence of abnormal axonal transport secondary to free
radical damage. Brain 114, 915-936.
Stumpf DA, Sokol RJ, Bettis DB , Neville H, Ringel
S (1987) Friedreich's disease : V. Variant from vitamin
E deficiency and normal fat absorption. Neurology 37,
68-74 .
Sun A Y, Sun GY (1978) Effects of dietary vitamin
E and other antioxidant on aging process in rat brain.
Adv Exp Med Biol 97, 285-290.
Sun A Y, Sun GY (1979) Neurochemical aspects of
the membrane hypothesis of aging. In: Interdisciplinary
Topics in Gerontology. Vol. 15. von Hahn HP (ed.).
Karger, Basel. pp. 34-53.
Tzagoloff A, Myers AM (1986) Genetics of mitochondrial biogenesis. Ann Rev Biochem 55, 249-285.
Villa RF , Gorini A , Geroldi D, Lo Faro A,
Dell'Orbo C (1989) Enzyme activities in perykarial and
synaptic mitochondrial fractions from rat hippocampus
during development. Mech Age Dev 49, 211-225.
Von Zglinicki T, Bimmler M ( 1987) Intracellular
water and ionic shifts during growth and aging of rats.
Mech Age Dev 38, 179-187.
Weibel ER (1979) Elementary introduction to stereological principles. In: Stereological Methods: Practical
Methods for Biological Morphometry . Weibel ER (ed.).
Academic Press, London. pp. 9-60 .
Yokota T, Wada Y, Furakawa T, Tsukagoshi H,
Uchihara T, Watabiki S (1987) Adult onset spinocerebellar syndrome with idiopathic vitamin E deficiency.
Ann Neurol 232, 84-87 .

Discussion with Reviewers

J. Miquel: How do the mitochondrial changes observed
in the old and vitamin E deficient rats compare with
those previously seen in other tissues? My own observations on the liver of old mice suggest that the aged
hepatocytes contain less mitochondria per cytoplasmic
volume and that the remaining organelles are larger.
Authors: Your data on hepatocyte mitochondria are
very interesting. The good similarity of mitochondrial
changes in the liver and brain of old animals supports
that these organelles are to be considered very sensitive
to the aging process independently of the type of cell or
cellular compartment where they are located. If the enlargement of mitochondria is considered as a sort of
compensation for their reduced number, then the morphological plasticity of these organelles appears to have
a ubiquitou s character.

J. Miquel:

Have the authors performed or do they
intend to do some behavioral studi es in the vitamin E
deficient rats?
Authors: We have not performed behavioural studies
on our vitamin E deficient rats. Recently, Sokol (1989)
and Southam et al . (1991) have published interesting
data on vitami n E deficie ncy and neurologi c function in
laboratory animals and human being s: in their reviews,
these authors do not report results on learning and memory tests in vitamin E deficient rats, thus we plan to perform these studie s in the future.

G.M. Roomans : While the composition of the vitamin
E-deficient diet is mentioned , no data are given about
the diet of the control animals. Was the actual vitamin
E content of both diet s measured, and if so, what was
the result? Was vitamin E measured in the animals? If
not, how do the authors know that the animals are vitamin E-deficient?
Authors: The composition of the diet supplemented to
control animals was the same of the vitamin E deficient
rats, the only difference was in the content of o:-tocopherol which was 86.5 mg/kg. We did not measure the
vitamin E content in the deficient animals because,
according to J.G . Bieri and P.M. Farrel (1976; Vitamin
E. Vitamins and Hormones 34, 31-75) a 10 month treat ment with vitamin E deficient diet is sufficient to cause
a marked oxidative stress on brain structures (for further
details, see Muller et al., 1983).
G.M. Roomans:
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microanalysis was different from those used for morphometry. I suppose that there are practical reasons for this
choice, but can we automatically assume that changes in
BCPC are also present in other parts of the brain?
Authors : To fulfill Weibel's morphometric criteria, we
had to chose discrete anatomical models for our studies
on synapses and mitochondria, however, as reported also
by several studies on brain aging and on synaptic alterations in the old CNS, we can suppose that the reported
changes have a ubiquitous character.

concentrations is due to higher ion content or to dehydration . For that reason, results should be given as concentrations per dry mass first, and water content should
be measured in the same cells or at least in well comparable cells. In addition, measurement errors should be
indicated.
Authors: The present review manuscript is expected to
report some data from our previous studies: this is the
case for the microanalysis results which constitute an
important bearing to the argument discussed in this article. In Figure 4, the values of the single measurements
are given in % of dry mass ± S.E.M.

T. von Zglinicki: The authors draw two far-reaching
conclusions, namely that the proper control of free radicals is a key determinant of brain aging and that vitamin
E deficiency as applied here can help to single out sites
vulnerable to free radical damage . These conclusions
are not supported by the present data. It is simply presupposed that all measured effects are due to increased
antioxidative capacity, in fact, increased membrane peroxidation, in the very same cells under study. Although
systemic effects are observed (the authors mention in
Materials and Methods under the subheading Animals
and Diet, weight and hair-loss in rats fed a vitamin Efree diet), no results are presented which might exclude
systemic effects as a significant cause of the observed
brain cell changes. The possibility of systemic effects
is not even discussed.
Authors: The fact that "the proper control of free radicals is a key determinant of aging" and that vitamin Eis
a biological antioxidant able to protect plasma membranes from lipid peroxidation are two concepts currently supported by a wealth of research data from different
laboratories. The present investigation lends further
support to these well grounded assumptions. We conclude our manuscript supporting that the absence of
a-tocopherol from the diet of young animals appears to
cause an increased oxidative stress which may be of help
in identifying early alterations similar to those found in
postmitotic nerve cells of old normally fed animals.
This rationale seems to us at least logical, however we
have "smoothed" our conclusions. We have adopted an
experimental paradigm of vitamin E deficient diet used
by several investigators.
As reported in the text
(Animals and Diet), we fed the animals for 10 months
in order to cause a deficient situation, but not a pathological condition which may cause systemic effects (see
also Muller and Goss-Sampson , 1989).

T. von Zglinicki: Nv and Sv of synaptic junctions, as
well as Nv of mitochondria, were measured using methods which lead to biased results, especially if more complicated shapes are considered. This is clearly here the
case. Any bias will be amplified in the tertiary data (S
and V). Although Nv and Sv might still be measured
using the old techniques as a first estimate, tertiary data
should be calculated from unbiased measurements. At
least, the data are probably not robust enough to warrant
the detailed discussion of the frequency distribution of S
(Fig. 5).
Authors: Measurements of synaptic Sv and Nv, as well
as mitochondrial Nv, were calculated by applying morphometric formulas entered into the common usage several years ago (see Weibel, 1979). Although new methods have been introduced to evaluate the same param eters calculated by our image analyser, in a comparison
between our previous results (obtained by "old methods") with the results from other authors using new
methods (e.g ., the dissector) , we found a difference
lower than 5 % (Bertoni-Freddari et al., 1990; Calverley
and Jones, 1990)
T. von Zglinicki : The reference volume for all morphometric measurements has to be defined. Is it tissue
volume or cell volume? With or without nuclei? Does
it change with age or vitamin E deficiency , and how
much?
Authors: The reference volume of our morphometric
studies is 1 cubic micrometer of the CNS area where
sampling has been carried out (i.e., cerebellar glomerulus and dentate gyrus supragranular layer) . If shrinkage of the tissue due to age, vitamin deficiency , or technical mistakes of the procedures has occurred, then our
data are an underestimation of the true situation in the
tissue , but in all the samples analysed.

T. von Zglinicki: With regard to the ion content of
cells, it is not understandable whether new information
is presented as compared to the 1981 paper (see the first
paragraph in Results and Figure 4). If not, the whole
complex can easily be omitted. If there is new material,
its bearings to the old paper should be stated. It should
be clearly shown to what extent the increase in cell ion

T. von Zglinicki: Is the ordinate in Figure 6 really %
of Sk, or is it rather the number of measurements in the
indicated range?
Authors: The % in ordinate of Figure 6 is the % of
mitochondria falling within the indicated range.
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